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I

n a very famous court case over pornography, Justice Potter Stewart famously noted,
“I know it when I see it” (Jacobellis v. Ohio, 1964). Oft-repeated, this comment can
also be the answer to the question “What is self-control?” Rather simply, it is refraining
from doing what one impulsively wants to do without consideration of the consequences
of one’s actions. Such a general construct, self-control is invoked in many disciplines
and is used to explain virtually all human behavior. Given its centrality, it is important
to take stock of what is known about its relationship to various behaviors. In this chapter, we focus on the relationship between self-control and crime within the criminological domain. And while our overview and remarks must be constrained (controlled!) by
page length, we nevertheless seek to provide the reader with some of the most important
theoretical and empirical issues surrounding self-control and offending. In this regard,
we begin our foray with what has become the starting point in all matters related to self-
control and crime, Gottfredson and Hirschi’s (1990) general theory of crime. We then
proceed to outline the empirical research and challenges to emerge from said research and
close with an identification of some of the pressing issues and highlight some promising
directions going forward.

The Theory
Gottfredson and Hirschi’s (1990) general theory of crime, with its focus on self-control,
had its genesis in work that was developed throughout the 1980s. Commencing with their
classic article documenting the relationship between age and crime (Hirschi & Gottfredson, 1983), the two scholars began to argue that explaining criminal behavior is likely
rooted in individual-level propensity, which they initially called “criminality.”
514
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In a series of publications criticizing the criminal career approach, which argued
that the different dimensions of offending (participation, frequency, specialization, career
length) may have unique correlates (Blumstein, Cohen, Roth, & Visher, 1986; Piquero,
Farrington, & Blumstein, 2003), Gottfredson and Hirschi built the case that across time
and place, crimes have had something in common, and this reality may lead to a more
simple and parsimonious explanation than that offered previously by more complicated
theoretical frameworks, including typological and developmental theories. For example,
Gottfredson and Hirschi (1987, p. 596) stated, “most criminal acts and delinquencies are
assumed to be different manifestations of the same phenomenon.” The perspective was
more fleshed out in 1986, when they made their now classic distinction between crime
(an event) and criminality, which they defined as “stable differences across individuals in
the propensity to commit criminal (or equivalent) acts” (Hirschi & Gottfredson, 1986,
p. 58).
The theory was fully specified in Gottfredson and Hirschi’s 1990 book, A General
Theory of Crime. The perspective starts with the idea that to understand why people
engage in crime, one must fully understand what crime involves. By defining crimes as
“acts of force or fraud taken in the pursuit of self-interest” (p. 15), they do not exclude
similar behaviors not sanctioned by the state, thus avoiding problems with a scientific
approach to studying a social construct such as crime. They then described the common
characteristics of criminal acts, noting that they are generally simple, physical acts that
do not require much in the way of advanced planning, and that, importantly, generally
result in short-term or immediate gain at the expense of long-term costs. These elements
of crime led to a theory that views offenders as individuals who prefer to engage in physical as opposed to mental activities, who do not have high cognitive abilities, and who do
not consider the long-term consequences of their behavior. In all, Gottfredson and Hirschi specified six interrelated elements of self-control: short-term focus, a preference for
simple over complex tasks, a preference for physical over mental activities, a capacity for
risk taking, difficult tempermentality, and insensitivity to the needs of others.
In A General Theory of Crime¸ the theorists argued that self-control, developed
virtually entirely via parental socialization efforts aimed at monitoring the child’s behavior, recognizing deviant behavior, and effectively punishing such behavior, is a relatively
stable characteristic in that between-individual differences or rank order remains over
time. By around age 8 or 9, a person’s relative level of self-control is generally fixed. Yet
the debate concerning whether self-control is psychological or biological in nature continues. Moreover, and perhaps more importantly, self-control was referred to by other terms
such as self- regulation or impulsivity in psychological research for decades preceding
Gottfredson and Hirschi’s incorporation of the construct into criminology.
The individual-level characteristic of self-control is not the only component to the
theory, however, as crimes will only occur when individuals with low self-control are
met with opportunity. It is unclear exactly how much of a role this concept has in the
theory as, later, Hirschi and Gottfredson (1993) argued that opportunities for crime were
common and therefore should not be a focus in theory testing. In fact, they later take an
even stronger stance, stating that their theory “does not see or require opportunity in any
meaningful sense of the term” (Hirschi & Gottfredson, 2008, p. 221).
Since publication of their 1990 work, there has been a significant amount of theoretical and empirical research aimed at critiquing, testing, and modifying the theory (see
Goode, 2008). Next, we review some of these efforts and their key findings.
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Empirical A nalyses
Tests
Perhaps no theory of crime has enjoyed the degree of empirical success as the general
theory. A decade after its inception, a meta-analysis assessing the relationship between
self-control and offending behaviors found “fairly impressive empirical support for Gottfredson and Hirschi’s theory” with effect sizes larger than 0.20 (Pratt & Cullen, 2000,
p. 951). Whereas that meta-analysis examined the ability of self-control to explain crime
and deviance, a more recent meta-analysis found impressive support for the theory’s ability to explain victimization as well (Pratt, Turanovic, Fox, & Wright, 2014), although the
overall strength of support was weaker than that for offending. This is interesting and
speaks to the notion that self-control is an individual trait that reflects a diverse array
of tendencies, including the tendency to find oneself in harm’s way. By far, the majority
of tests of the theory have focused on explaining crime and analogous acts, and to date,
research has consistently found support.
Because the general theory is wide-reaching and ambitious in its claims, many studies have been conducted on various aspects of the theory. For example, research has
shown that self-control predicts crime across cultures (Vazsyoni, Pickering, Junger, &
Hessing, 2001; Vazsyoni, Wittekind, Belliston, & Van Loh, 2004), and that self-control
relates to various criminal and analogous behaviors (Evans, Cullen, Burton, Dunaway,
& Benson, 1997; Paternoster & Brame, 1998), thereby providing confirmation to the
theory’s versatility-in-offending hypothesis. Still, other aspects of the theory have been
challenged, including the extent to which parental socialization bears sole responsibility
for the development of self-control (Beaver, Wright, DeLisi, & Vaughn, 2008; Beaver et
al., 2009; Gibson, Sullivan, Jones, & Piquero, 2010; Pratt, Turner, & Piquero, 2004),
the extent to which self-control is more stable than dynamic and hence not malleable
(Piquero, Jennings, & Farrington, 2010; Turner & Piquero, 2002), and the extent to
which self-control is relevant to explaining corporate or white-collar crime (Piquero,
Schoepfer, & Langton, 2008; Simpson & Piquero, 2002).

Copyright © 2016. Guilford Publications. All rights reserved.

Measurement
Since the development of the theory, ambiguity has surrounded the best way to measure
self-control. As Piquero (2009) stated, “Other than to say that the six characteristics
that comprise self-control ‘come together’ within persons, in the initial statement of the
theory Gottfredson and Hirschi defined self-control in such a way that precluded any
assistance with respect to the best way to operationally measure self-control in empirical
research” (p. 155; see also Piquero, 2008).
The first empirical tests of the theory utilized two contrasting approaches to operationalize self-control, one behavioral and one attitudinal. Keane, Maxim, and Teevan
(1993) used a behavioral measure of self-control (seat belt use), Hirschi and Gottfredson’s
(1993) preferred strategy, but its dichotomous coding created the impression that one has
self-control (or not) as opposed to being arrayed on a continuum. Another measure—of
impulsivity—asked respondents whether anyone had tried to stop them from drinking
and driving; again a binary measure. The second study employed a battery of questions,
many of which came from the California Personality Inventory (CPI) that the authors felt
reflected the six dimensions of self-control (Grasmick, Tittle, Bursik, & Arneklev, 1993).
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After a series of validity tests, Grasmick and colleagues (1993) developed a 24-item scale
and found it to predict offending.
By far, the Grasmick and colleagues (1993) scale is the most utilized measure of
self-control in the criminological literature. For example, of the 94 studies in Pratt and
Cullen’s (2000) meta-analysis, 82 were attitudinal, and half of these used the Grasmick
and colleagues scale or a modified version of it. Yet that scale has been a subject of some
concern regarding its dimensionality, with some researchers finding that the items are unidimensional (Piquero & Rosay, 1998; Piquero & Tibbetts, 1996) and others finding that
the scale does not have useful psychometric properties (Cochran, Wood, Sellers, Wilkerson, & Chamlin, 1998; DeLisi, Hochstetler, & Murphy, 2003; Higgins, 2007; LaGrange
& Silverman, 1999; Longshore, Turner, & Stein, 1996). We return to this issue later.
In 2004, Hirschi offered a reconceptualized version of self-control in the first edition
of this volume, as well as a more explicit suggestion of how self-control may be profitably measured by providing example items for a self-control scale. The key to measuring
self-control, Hirschi explained, was to add up the number of “inhibitions” that a person
has when considering deviant acts. A person who feels that his or her mother and father
would disapprove of an act should ostensibly have a greater level of self-control than a
person only thinking of one parent. The first empirical test of this new conceptualization
was conducted by Piquero and Bouffard (2007), who measured self-control by having
respondents think of “costs” that may accrue if they engage in delinquency. They found
that this measure of self-control was significantly related to hypothetical intentions to
offend (elicited from a vignette) and interestingly, that it rendered the Grasmick and colleagues (1993) attitudinal measure insignificant. In a similar study, Rocque, Posick, and
Zimmerman (2013) found that the Grasmick and colleagues scale and the revised Hirschi
measure were about equally well suited to explain a variety of delinquent acts. A recent
study, however, found that the inventory had stronger effects on crime across a cross-
national sample than the new Hirschi measure (Vazsonyi & Huang, 2015).
Additional work on conceptualizations of self-control has also been undertaken. In
one novel approach, and aided by research in psychology more generally (see Baumeister,
Heatherton, & Tice, 1994), Tittle, Ward, and Grasmick (2004) parceled out an individual’s capacity for self-control vis-à-vis his or her desire to exercise self-control. As these
authors noted, “Some people may have a strong capacity for self-control but may not
always want to exercise it, while others may have weak self-control ability but have such a
keen interest in controlling their deviant impulses that they end up conforming” (p. 146).
Their preliminary analyses provided evidence that both conceptualizations of self-control
were related to offending. Muraven, Pogarsky, & Shmueli (2006) advanced the idea of
self-control depletion, such that with repeated use, much like a muscle being used repeatedly to bench-press 300 pounds, one’s self-control can be diminished. Analysis by this
team of researchers showed that self-control depletion was important for understanding
drinking and cheating behaviors.
With respect to measurement, self-control is certainly not the only factor relevant in
Gottfredson and Hirschi’s theory. As Gottfredson (2006) stated, “Sometimes our work
is miscited to indicate that we argue that self-control is the sole cause of crime, an odd
conclusion given our discussions of age, opportunity, and of the nature of criminal acts”
(p. 83). Thus, other aspects of the theory, such as opportunity, are integral aspects to
measure in examining its empirical status. One of the first tests of the theory measured
opportunity with a set of questions reflecting the “ease” and “gratification” of crimes in
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particular circumstances (Grasmick et al., 1993). The researchers found that self-control
interacted with opportunity in leading to crime. Other work has found similar interactions (Cochran et al., 1998; Longshore, 1998; Longshore & Turner, 1998). Pratt and Cullen’s (2000) meta-analysis of self-control examined whether opportunity interacted with
self-control, such that self-control was related to crime only in the presence of opportunity. Their findings did not show support for this supposition. In any case, most tests
of the theory, for reasons we describe below, have focused mainly on self-control to the
exclusion of opportunity (Piquero, 2009).

Stability/Versatility

Copyright © 2016. Guilford Publications. All rights reserved.

Another interesting element of the general theory of crime concerns Gottfredson and
Hirschi’s (1990) argument that self-control, once established, is relatively stable throughout the life course. The theorists also claimed (in support of the moniker, “the general
theory of crime”) that the theory could explain all crime and analogous acts. This latter
point was made in light of the belief of the authors that offenders are “polymorphous
perverse” (Geis, 2008, p. 211). With respect to stability, although some research has
pointed to between-individual stability, in general, research tends to indicate that rankorder stability is not as strong as Gottfredson and Hirschi claimed. In a recent analysis,
Burt, Simons, and Simons (2006) used two waves of data from the Family and Community Health Study (FACHS), and found that respondents often moved from one quartile
of self-control to another over time. In other words, relative stability was not found. The
preponderance of the evidence thus far indicates that indeed, self-control is not relatively
stable for all persons, and that there is a nontrivial amount of movement across low,
medium, and higher levels of self-control (Arneklev, Grasmick, Tittle, & Bursik, 1993;
Hay & Forrest, 2006; Turner & Piquero, 2002).
Gottfredson and Hirschi’s (1990) stance on versatility was another linchpin of their
theory. Drawing on the criminological literature, which by and large has shown that
offenders do not specialize in specific types of behavior (e.g., they are not professional
thieves who commit no other types of crime), the theorists sought to dispel the notion
that there are crime-specific causes of offending (an explanation that was emerging with
the rational choice/routine activities theories; see Clarke & Cornish, 1986). While specialization versus generality is in some sense a matter of interpretation—some researchers
see some limited specialization in certain types of offending—the research tends to show
that offenders are versatile (Piquero et al., 2003).

Invariance
Part of what made Gottfredson and Hirschi’s (1990) theory a “general” theory of crime
was that they claimed it could explain all crimes at all times across various places. This
is what some have referred to as the “invariance” hypothesis: that self-control should
explain offending by males and females, offending in both 2015 and 1915, offending by
Americans and Japanese, offending among New York Yankees fans and Red Sox fans,
and so on. The evidence on whether self-control equally predicts offending for different demographic groups is generally supportive of the theory, showing that self-control
is important for females and males (Burton, Cullen, Evans, Alarid, & Dunaway, 1998;
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Keane et al., 1993; but see LaGrange & Silverman, 1999) and for various race/ethnicities (Vazsonyi & Crosswhite, 2004). In addition, limited research has indicated that the
psychometric properties of measures of self-control are invariant across sex (Piquero &
Rosay, 1998).
There is also a burgeoning literature demonstrating that the effect of self-control is
cross-cultural (i.e., the causes of crime are invariant across place). The work of Vazsonyi
has been especially influential here, showing that self-control applies in Asian cultures
(Vazsonyi et al., 2004), and European nations (Vazsonyi et al., 2001). Other work has
shown self-control to be important in the prediction of crime and deviance in Russia
(Tittle & Botchkovar, 2005) and a host of non-Western nations (Rebellon, Straus, &
Medeiros, 2008). Research in a variety of countries such as Canada (Morizot & Le Blanc,
2007), Switzerland (Vazsonyi, 1996), and the Netherlands (Vazsonyi et al., 2001) supports the invariance of self-control in predicting behavior. Research using large international samples also supports the ability of self-control to predict adolescent delinquency
(Posick, 2013; Rocque, Posick, Marshall, & Piquero, 2015).
Recent work has indicated that self-control, which may have been integral in the
“civilizing” of society over the years, has had the effect of considerably lowering violence
(see Pinker, 2011). This is related to the idea of a social contract, whereby being included
in society requires some level of self-control (DeWall, Baumeister, & Vohs, 2008). While
quantitative data to test this idea about self-control do not exist this far back in time,
the idea draws on the work of Eisner (2001, 2003, 2014), who has argued that civilizing
effects in essence lead to more restrained behavior and delay of gratification. Thus, self-
control may be a perspective that is more historically relevant than previously thought
and indeed may apply to crime at “all times” (Gottfredson & Hirschi, 1990, p. 117).

Copyright © 2016. Guilford Publications. All rights reserved.

Development of Self‑Control
One of the more interesting characteristics of the general theory of crime is the way in
which the authors utilize both social and psychological factors. Recall that self-control is
hypothesized to develop from the actions of parents in terms of discipline and attention
to their child’s behavior. However, once a child reaches a certain age, parental, school,
and other influences that could ostensibly affect or influence self-control no longer have
an impact.
A growing body of emergent research is testing parental effects on self-control. This
literature tends to show that not only do parenting styles influence self-control (Hay,
2001), but parenting also has an effect on delinquency over and above self-control (Botchkovar & Broidy, 2013; Burt et al., 2006; Perrone, Sullivan, Pratt, & Margaryan, 2004),
which was not anticipated by Gottfredson and Hirschi (1990). Other authors have sought
to determine whether parenting mediates male–female differences in offending. Theoretically, if the difference in crime and deviance levels between males and females is due to
self-control, parenting should account for this—showing differences in parenting styles,
for example, by gender. Some researchers have indicated that gender remains a significant predictor of crime, controlling for both self-control and parenting styles (LaGrange
& Silverman, 1999). In two relatively recent studies using international data, one study
indicated that self-control was more strongly predictive of delinquency for males than for
females (Steketee, Junger, & Junger-Tas, 2013) whereas the other indicated that several

Vohs, K. D., & Baumeister, R. F. (Eds.). (2016). Handbook of self-regulation, third edition : Research, theory, and applications. Guilford Publications.
Created from bates on 2022-02-14 15:05:39.

520

SELF-REGULATION CHALLENGES

other factors, such as neighborhood bonding, affect the development of self-control
(Botchkovar, Marshall, Rocque, & Posick, 2015). Thus, issues related to the source of
self-control and the effect of parenting remain in question. We return to this topic later.

Extensions of the Theory Beyond Offending
In recent years, several researchers have sought to extend and clarify aspects of self-
control in the general theory of crime. One of the most notable expansions is the application of the concept of self-control to victimization. This was first undertaken by Schreck
(1999), who argued that low self-control increases an individual’s risk of victimization
and found support for this proposition using data from the Tucson Youth Project. In subsequent research, Schreck, Stewart, and Fisher (2006) showed that self-control influences
another correlate of victimization, engaging in risky lifestyles (e.g., engaging in crime or
having criminal peers), which exposes individuals to victimization. An impressive body
of literature has since indicated that self-control is an important risk factor for various
kinds of victimization (Holtfreter et al., 2010; Piquero, MacDonald, Dobrin, Daigle, &
Cullen, 2005; Pratt et al., 2014).
Other extensions of the general theory of crime have looked at the wider social
structure to examine how self-control translates to delinquent or criminal behavior. For
example, scholars have studied whether the effects of impulsivity and self-control vary
by neighborhood (Gibson et al., 2010; Pratt et al., 2004). The research here is somewhat
mixed, with some studies indicating that impulsivity has a larger effect on crime in areas
of disadvantage (Lynam et al., 2000; Meier, Slutske, Arndt, & Cadoret, 2008), other
studies finding the opposite to be true (Zimmerman, 2010; Zimmerman, Botchkovar,
Antonaccio, & Hughes, 2015), and still other research showing no such contextual effect
(Vazsonyi, Cleveland, & Wiebe, 2006).

Theoretical Clarifications

Copyright © 2016. Guilford Publications. All rights reserved.

Definition/Relationship with Social Control
Hirschi’s (1969) foundational work on social bonding theory brought to the forefront
of criminology the idea that strong relationships with other persons, especially family
members, prevent deviant behavior. He theorized that the social bond includes attachment to others, commitment to conventional behavior, involvement in prosocial activities, and belief in societal rules. While espousing this theoretical approach to explaining
delinquency, Hirschi’s collaboration with Gottfredson resulted in a different perspective.
Here, it is not so much bonds that matter but how parenting inhibits criminal behavior by instilling self-control. Hirschi (2004) has attempted to reconcile these ideas and
has even revised his conceptualization of self-control to define it as “inhibitions” that
people carry with them on a daily basis. In addition, Gottfredson (2006) has argued that
self- and social control theories are largely compatible: “If self-control and social control
share indicators for children and for adolescents and are said to be caused by the same
factors (largely parental and secondarily friend and school influences), then the old view
in criminology that there are two types of control—internal and external—may well be
incorrect and misleading” (p. 90).
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Despite this effort, some have suggested that the two ideas are virtually irreconcilable. For example, Nagin and Paternoster (1993) believe that the self-control approach
neglects important facets of bonding theory, including the well-established finding that
social bonds themselves are significant and not “secondary” to individual self-control.
Perhaps most importantly, the crux of the general theory of crime is that self-control
is a relatively stable individual difference that changes little over time. However, social
bonds, and the inhibitions that Hirschi (2004) describes in his revised theoretical piece,
change over time. Sampson and Laub (1995) believe that this lack of attention renders
the theory largely baseless (see also Taylor, 2001), but Gottfredson and Hirschi remain
recalcitrant in the prospects that both self- and especially social controls matter for antisocial behavior.1

Morality

Copyright © 2016. Guilford Publications. All rights reserved.

In an important theoretical and empirical extension, contemporary research has begun
to consider the role of morality in criminal behavior and the role that morality plays in
interacting with self-control to produce poor individual outcomes. Leading this discussion is Wikström, who has integrated self-control and morality into his theory of crime
causation. Situational action theory (SAT) incorporates morality into the self-control perspective by suggesting that morality is the mechanism that one employs when deciding to
commit a crime. Those with high morality do not engage in crime regardless of their level
of self-control or their opportunity to commit crime. Testing this assumption, Wikström
and Svensson (2010) found that both self-control and morality had an effect on offending, but that the effect of self-control relied on, or was conditional upon, individual levels
of morality.
SAT views individual morality as the “fundamental” cause of crime as it moderates self-regulation. This theoretical view has recently been extended to the macro level.
Neighborhood levels of morality have been found to moderate the effect of individual
levels of self-control, such that self-control has a larger effect on crime in neighborhoods
with weak morality (Zimmerman et al., 2015), suggesting that beyond individual-level
morality, contextual levels of morality also play a part in crime causation. More generally, the incorporation of morality and self-control into a larger theoretical framework
remains in its infancy, with empirical research slowly emerging but with mixed results
(see, e.g., Piquero, Bouffard, Piquero, & Craig, 2016).

R emaining Puzzles
Gottfredson and Hirschi’s (1990) general theory of crime emerged during a time period
in criminology that one criminologist called a “state of theoretical paralysis” (Wellford,
1989), in which there had been very little new or imaginative thinking on the causes and
correlates of crime. In fact, the publication of their general theory of crime ushered in a
large set of theoretical modifications, extensions, challenges, and new frameworks (especially developmental/life course theories) that likely arose in response to their claims.
Not surprisingly, the theory has amassed one of the largest bodies of empirical literature
of any theory of crime and delinquency. As we have discussed, much of this literature
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supports the theory. In addition, the theory has been included in new theoretical perspectives that seek to further the understanding of crime and criminality. We anticipate
that the future will hold much more for self-control perspectives as we continue to learn
the ways in which it applies to crime and other behaviors over the life course and across
contexts (see Vohs et al., 2008). In addition to learning new applications for self-control,
there remain several puzzles that have yet to be solved with respect to theory, which we
detail in the following section.

Copyright © 2016. Guilford Publications. All rights reserved.

Conceptualization and Measurement
One important point that research has yet to resolve is how self-control should be best
conceptualized and measured empirically. As discussed, the first two empirical tests of
the relationship between self-control and offending utilized two distinct methods of measuring self-control, one using the familiar Grasmick and colleagues (1993) attitudinal
inventory and a second using a behavioral method (e.g., seat belt usage; Keane et al.,
1993). Much research has been conducted using the attitudinal measure of self-control—
generally dismissed by Gottfredson and Hirschi, who prioritize behavioral measures of
self-control. As they stated, “Methodologically, the Keane et al. approach has much to
recommend it. Although we would agree that multiple measures are desirable, behavioral
measures of self-control seem preferable to self-reports” (Hirschi & Gottfredson, 1993,
p. 48).
The suggestion that “self-reports” are not an ideal measure of self-control is logical
for several reasons. First, self-control is an unobserved construct that is somewhat difficult to put into words and must therefore be measured in a valid fashion using surveys
(see Baumeister, Vohs, & Funder, 2007). Second, the very act of filling out a survey
requires some level of diligence that is itself likely to be affected by self-control; that is,
people with low self-control are not likely to sit through an entire survey and answer
questions consistently and accurately. Research has found this to be the case: Piquero,
MacIntosh, and Hickman (2000) showed that responses to the Grasmick and colleagues
(1993) attitudinal measure were in fact influenced by self-control; that is, persons with
lower self-control were more likely to respond to items in a measure of self-control in
particular ways when compared to persons with higher self-control. This casts some grey
clouds on the sole use of attitudinal measures.
The alternative is to use behavioral indicators as a reflection of self-control. Aside
from seat belt usage, other work has examined such things as squeezing handgrips
(Muraven, Tice, & Baumeister, 1998), eating too much, and relationship patterns (Tittle, Ward, & Grasmick, 2003). The argument that behaviors are the best indicator of
self-control has, from the start, been met with charges of tautology—explaining crime
and deviance with crime and deviance (Akers, 1991). For example, if one suggests that
poor self-control is the cause of crime and “imprudent acts,” using imprudent acts or
prior crime to index self-control is problematic. An interesting but generally overlooked
measure of self-control was offered by Marcus (2003), who argued that most measures
of self-control “misinterpreted” the concept. His Retrospective Behavioral Self-Control
Scale (RBS) attempts to rectify this issue, using measures of previous behavior. Marcus’s
analyses showed that the RBS was a more valid measure of self-control than the Grasmick and colleagues (1993) inventory. Some may quibble that this demonstrates nothing
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more than the stability of deviance (something criminologists have long known), but in
any event, the RBS has yet to make solid headway into the mainstream criminological
literature and resolve (in Marcus’s view) the measurement of self-control.
Tittle and colleagues (2003) also attempted to contrast the Grasmick and colleagues
(1993) scale with behavioral indicators of self-control (such as seat belt use, substance
use, and financial behavior). They found that both measures were significantly related
to crime but did not find evidence that one version was superior to the other. While the
attitudinal inventory had good psychometric properties, the behavioral items did not correlate with each other consistently, leading to an unclear scale. This differs from the RBS,
which demonstrated good psychometric properties. This finding also seems to cast doubt
on whether self-control really does predict all manner of “imprudent acts” or whether it
has a differential impact on those that provide more or less benefit.

Copyright © 2016. Guilford Publications. All rights reserved.

Opportunity
It remains unclear whether opportunity should be an integral part of the theory, and
if so, how it should be included. Scholars have taken Gottfredson and Hirschi’s statement at its word and included measures of opportunity in tests of the theory (Burton
et al., 1998; Cochran et al., 1998; Grasmick et al., 1993; Tittle et al., 2003). However,
as Simpson and Geis (2008, p. 51) noted, “the precise part to be played by opportunity
in the general theory . . . remains uncertain.” As we mentioned earlier, opportunity has
not been included in many tests of self-control, particularly in light of Gottfredson and
Hirschi’s clarification that “opportunities for crime are ubiquitous [citations omitted].
This fact answers the criticism of self-control theory that it does not deal sufficiently
with the concept of opportunity. It confirms that self-control can be measured and the
theory assessed without undue concern for differences in opportunities to commit criminal, deviant, or reckless acts” (Gottfredson & Hirschi, 2003, p. 9, original emphasis). 2
In other words, the authors seem to be arguing that opportunity is not a primary part
of the theory.
Arguably however, the role of opportunity in the theory may be more about the type
of crime in which those with low self-control engage than about a moderator to explain
when and in what circumstances those with low self-control will offend (Gottfredson
& Hirschi, 2003). Tracing back the intellectual foundations of the general theory of
crime reveals much in this regard. In their commentary regarding white-collar crime,
they state that “white-collar crimes can be defined as crimes that can only be committed
by persons occupying positions of power and influence. This approach rules out crimes
committed by high-status people that can be committed by low-status people as well”
(Hirschi & Gottfredson, 1987, p. 956). Gottfredson and Hirschi (2003) argue that white-
collar crimes are generally made to seem much different than ordinary street crimes by
comparing white-collar criminals to street criminals (see, e.g., Benson & Moore, 1992).
Such a method would likely indicate that white-collar criminals have higher self-control
than street criminals. Thus, it is not self-control that distinguishes type of crime here, but
rather opportunity. To Gottfredson and Hirschi, a proper test of the general theory of
crime would compare individuals at similar social locations, which suggests that opportunity is useful not solely as a moderator of any criminal behavior but as a way to understand which type of offending one engages in.
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The General Theory?: Performance against Other Theories
Because Gottfredson and Hirschi (2003) made very ambitious claims regarding their
theory, that it could explain all crimes at all times, and in fact took aim at other theoretical perspectives, it is important to evaluate it relative to other theories of crime and
deviance. There are several ways in which this might be accomplished, but we begin with
a comparison of the strength of the self-control → crime link, as demonstrated in meta-
analyses. The first meta-analysis of self-control revealed consistent support for the theory
but rather modest effect sizes (ranging from 0.14 to 0.57; Pratt & Cullen, 2000). Meta-
analyses of other primary theories of crime, such as social learning theory, have found
similar effect sizes (Pratt et al., 2010). The impact of self-control on victimization was,
however, considerably smaller than that on offending (Pratt et al., 2014).
Other research has directly compared theories in the same regression model. Wright,
Caspi, Moffitt, and Silva (1999) provided one such test, specifically focusing on whether
social bonds (e.g., relationships with others and social institutions) are related to crime
due to some type of selection bias; that is, self-control influences both one’s social bonds
and one’s likelihood of offending, as anticipated in the general theory of crime. Their
findings were largely mixed, which suggests that selection does occur, but social bonds
may have an effect on crime over and above that process. In their influential Crime
in the Making, Sampson and Laub (1995) controlled for childhood temperament and
impulsivity, and still found that adult social bonds, such as a good job and stable marriage, predicted involvement in adult crime. Other researchers have similarly found that
in statistical models that include self-control, other theoretical variables continue to have
an effect (Evans et al., 1997; Higgins, 2004; Posick, 2013; Simpson & Piquero, 2002).
In general, self-control tends to be a relatively strong predictor of crime, but its
overall effect is not very large. In a review of explanatory power of criminological theories, in fact, Weisburd and Piquero (2008) found that in terms of R 2 value, self-control
ranked 14th out of 16 theoretical areas with an average R 2 value of .275. In summary, it
is not clear whether self-control theory is the primary correlate of crime that the original
authors assumed, though it does appear to be related to a variety of different behaviors,
as the authors argued.

Copyright © 2016. Guilford Publications. All rights reserved.

Is the General Theory General?
Another nagging issue is whether the general theory is truly general; that is, does the
theory, as it claims, truly explain all crimes and analogous acts? Overall, research has
indicated that poor self-control is related to a wide variety of antisocial behaviors and
“imprudent acts” (Arneklev et al., 1993). For example, Reisig and Pratt (2011) even found
support for the notion that self-control explains the breaking of common social norms
such as “public flatulence” (p. 592). This is consistent with Gottfredson and Hirschi’s
(1990) perspective that a wide range of deviant and antisocial acts all share common
ground, namely, they are easy to commit, require little forethought, and have short-term
benefits but often long-term costs.
Nonetheless, as mentioned earlier, some theoretical constructs remain statistically
significant in models that include self-control. In addition, poor self-control does not
appear to be the strongest predictor of crime and antisocial behavior. More importantly, it is not clear whether self-control is related to all types of crime and misconduct,
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especially with respect to white-collar/corporate crime. As Piquero (2009, p. 164) noted,
“Given that there needs to be some modicum of (high) self-control to occupy such highlevel positions that require significant education (which is also likely correlated with
self-control), how does the theory explain why some doctors become addicted to drugs,
why some doctors prescribe illegal prescriptions, why some CEO’s engage in price fixing,
collusion, and other forms of deviance.”

Copyright © 2016. Guilford Publications. All rights reserved.

Development of Self‑Control
One of the more controversial aspects of the general theory of crime has been the ways
in which Gottfredson and Hirschi (1990) argued that it is formed and develops throughout life. Recall that according to the theory, self-control is developed through attentive
parenting early in life. This is a pure control theory perspective, in which natural, hedonistic impulses must be curbed via socialization and attachment to significant others.
Curiously, though, after childhood, Gottfredson and Hirschi suggest that other social
institutions, such as the school, workplace, or marriage, fail to have an effect on personal
attributes and behavior.3 This argument contains several problems that have yet to be
resolved.
First, the notion that social institutions other than parenting have no effect on self-
control has come into question because research has shown that other environmental
factors do influence self-control, above and beyond parenting (Forrest & Hay, 2011;
Gibson et al., 2010; Na & Paternoster, 2012; Turner, Piquero, & Pratt, 2005). Forrest
and Hay (2011) demonstrated that marriage may increase self-control, whereas Turner
and colleagues (2005) found evidence that the school can (contrary to explicit arguments by Gottfredson and Hirschi) influence self-control. In fact, a review of studies that
examined developmental programs targeting self-control found that programs do have
an overall positive effect on the development of self-control, and that these programs
often reduce crime and delinquency (Piquero et al., 2010). In other words, parents do not
appear to be the only influence on self-control, nor does self-control appear to be “set”
around age 8 or 9. How much influence other institutions or programs may have in general and how variable self-control is over time remain open empirical questions that that
have yet to be subjected to much empirical research.4
Second, the hypothesis that parental socialization is the most important determinant of an individual’s self-control and, consequently, indirectly accounts for differences
in crime remains an open question. Some researchers who have specifically examined
the parenting question (as noted earlier) found that, in terms of gender, parenting does
account for some, but not all, of the differences in self-control and crime (Botchkovar et
al., 2015).
Third, even the transmission of self-
control from parent to offspring has been
recently questioned. Gottfredson and Hirschi drew from the work of Gerald Patterson in
the Oregon Social Learning Center (Akers, 2011), who argued that parents must monitor their children, recognize deviance, and punish it when it occurs. This parenting style,
in the theory’s view, instills self-control on the part of the child. Biological factors were
explicitly denied.
However, studies have started to show that self-control may be attributed to parents,
but in large part to some set of genetic factors rather than to parenting styles (Beaver et
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al., 2008, 2009). These researchers have found, for example, that a majority of the variation in self-control is actually attributable to genetic influences. If self-control is heritable,
it becomes less clear how important parenting styles are in reducing crime in children.
We anticipate that this issue is far from settled, however, because research has shown that
the relationship between parenting styles, parent genes, and child behavior is incredibly
complex (Moffitt, 2005).

Conclusion
In this chapter, we have touched on what we view as the major issues and unresolved
questions relating to the general theory of crime. We hope that readers find our review
useful and of interest as they continue to assess the self-control and crime relationship.
It is clear that self-control will be a mainstay in the criminology and social scientific
literature for years to come. No other theory has at once demonstrated as much empirical support and revitalized discussions of theory, method, and analysis as the general
theory of crime. Looking forward, we believe there are remaining extensions and clarifications that may lead to a better understanding of how self-control is related to crime
and antisocial behavior. While self-control is clearly more than just impulsivity, arguably
impulsivity—the inability to delay gratification and making split-second decisions without stopping to think—is a central component. Yet the relationship between impulsivity
and behavior in general has not been fully explored in relation to the general theory of
crime. It is typically assumed that impulsivity is related to poor decision making and
deviant behavior, but not everyone who makes split-second decisions makes them poorly.
For example, surgeons, bystanders, and others often make quick—even impulsive—
decisions, but the decisions are good, and the actions are sometimes heroic. Decomposing impulsivity into its components, identifying what leads to “good” impulsive decisions
and “poor” impulsive decisions, we think, will advance the theory even more. As this
discussion illustrates, Gottfredson and Hirschi’s theory, despite being so parsimonious,
is a treasure trove of ideas and has encouraged scholars to examine their own ideas in a
new light. We see this as nothing but positive for science.

Copyright © 2016. Guilford Publications. All rights reserved.

Notes
1. Hirschi admitted that his early thoughts on age and crime led him to rethink the importance of bonds throughout life and consider crime to be largely the result of a stable individual trait: “But when we actually looked at the age–crime curves and decided they were
the same, regardless, the justification for social control theory disappeared” (Laub, 2002,
p. xxxi).
2. Interestingly, this argument was made prior to Simpson and Geis’s critique that Gottfredson and Hirschi do not pay enough attention to opportunity in the theory.
3. Gottfredson and Hirschi are not altogether clear on this point. While they emphatically
state that social institutions other than parents do not matter in the development of self-
control or criminal behavior, they note that “socialization continues throughout life”
(1990, p. 107), which is related to desistance. If socialization in school, workplace, and
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marriage is not what matters, then we do not know where this socialization they write of
happens.
4. For example, findings from a self-regulation improvement program showed that “the preschool children who watched clips featuring Cookie Monster practicing executive function
skills exhibited stronger inhibitory control of their actions and better working memory
skills compared to their peers who watched other Sesame Street clips that did not feature
executive function skills” (Linebarger, 2014, p. 4).

Copyright © 2016. Guilford Publications. All rights reserved.
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